THE RETREAT OF BRITAIN
economic needs ? Is she not as much entitled as Britain
to secure those things for herself P'
Now that would be a perfectly sound objection if
the alternatives were either for Britain to place Italy
at the former's mercy, or vice versa* But that has not
been the alternative in these retreats. It was open to
Britain to secure her own imperial defence by making
the collective system a reality (the French attitude will
be considered presently) and in so doing provide Italy
with the same securities by which Britain herself was
ready to abide; by saying to Italy: We will build up a
certain code of rights, political and economic, de-
fended by the common power of Europe. If in fact
you are threatened by Abyssinia we will restrain Abys-
sinia. We will defend Abyssinia only so long as she
keeps the bargains she has entered into with you.
She is ready to bring the whole case to the League and
would accept from the League certain controls inter-
nally that she will not accept from you. Will you
bring your case to the League ?*
Which is precisely what Italy would not do. For
Italy had seen the collective system collapse utterly in
the case of the Manchurian affair; had witnessed
Britain's indifference to it; the casual repudiation of it
even by the British foreign minister, had indeed
received what amounted to an assurance that his
African adventure would not be seriously interfered
with. He felt, as an observer already quoted has
remarked, that if he did not grab Abyssinia someone
else would - since the aggressor would not in fact be